p53 expression in oral precancer as a marker for malignant potential.
The potential of p53 protein expression as a marker for determining which oral precancerous lesions may transform to malignancy with time was assessed. We compared the p53 expression in archival formalin-fixed, paraffin-embedded tissues from 22 baseline biopsies of precancerous lesions that transformed to cancer in 4-25 years against that in 68 similar lesions that did not transform over the same time period. Twenty-nine percent of precancers that transformed were p53-positive at baseline, compared to 31% of the biopsies that did not transform to malignancy. When examined by immunohistochemical methods p53 expression failed to detect potential malignant status of oral precancer. Non-specificity of the assay may account for this result but overexpression of p53 due to DNA damage by tobacco/betel-quid in non-progressive lesions needs further study. Nine precancerous lesions became p53-immunoreactive from precancer to cancer. This may suggest p53 overexpression peaks close to the time of transition from precancer to cancer rather than early in the natural history of oral precancer.